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Quechan language 


Quechan or Kwtsaan (/k w ca:n/)/ 3 ] also known as Yuma, is the 
native language of the Quechan people of southeastern California 
and southwestern Arizona in the Lower Colorado River Valley and 
Sonoran Desert. 

Quechan belongs to the River branch of the Yuman language family, 
together with Mohave and Maricopa languages. Publications have 
documented Quechan grammar and texts/ 4 ] 

In 1980, it was estimated that there were fewer than 700 speakers of 
the language, including both the elderly and young/ 5 ] Hinton 
(1994:32) put a conservative estimate of the number of speakers at 
150, and a liberal estimate at 400-500. As of 2009, 93 preschoolers 
were learning Quechan in the Quechan tribe's language preservation 
program, and the number of fluent speakers was estimated to be 
about 100. A Quechan dictionary was in progress/ 6 ] 

Quechan speakers participate in the Yuman Family Language 
Summit, held annually since 200l/ y ] 

A 2010 documentary, “Songs of the Colorado,” by filmmaker Daniel 
Golding features traditional songs in the Quechan language. Golding 
says, "The songs are all sung in the language, so if you're not 
learning and picking up the language, then you won't be able to 
understand the songs ... there are actually words telling stories..." ^ 

Assistance is available for speakers of the language who wish to 
vote in elections in Imperial County, California and Yuma County, 
Arizona, under Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
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Phonology 


Vowels 


Quechan has five vowel phonemes, which all occur in short and long forms. Vowel length is contrastive, as 
shown in ?a-ve "snake" versus ?a-ve■ "mouse". 



Front 

Back 

Close 

i i: 

u u: 

Mid 

e e: 

o o: 

Open 

a a: 



Consonants 

The consonants in Quechan are given in the table below. 



Bilabial 

Dental Alveolar 

Post- 

alveolar 

Palatal Velar Uvular Glottal 





Plosive 

voiceless 

P 

t 


t 


kk w qq w 

? 

palatalized 


tt 




ki 



Fricative 

voiceless 



s 

s 


x x w 




voiced 

P 

5 







Rhotic 



r 






Affricate 



ts 






Nasal 

m 

n 



■ 1 




Lateral 



1 


mm 




Approximant 

w 




j 
















Quechan features word-medial and word-final consonant clusters. Word-medial clusters may be 
biconsonantal or triconsonantal, while word-final clusters only appear with two consonants. 

The semivowels w and j occur as consonants when in a word-initial position, when intervocalic, and as final 
members of consonant clusters. They occur as vowels when in the word-final position and as initial 
members of vowel clusters. 


Phonological processes 

A variety of processes affect the realization of sounds in Quechan, a few of which are listed below. 

■ k w is delabialized before the vowel u- as in k w u-xamr'the procreator", which is typically 
pronounced [kuixami]. The orthography k w is retained because a labialized pronunciation of 
k w is accepted as over-careful. 

■ x w is similarly delabialized as in x w u- ?a-van y "her jealousy." 

■ The affricate c varies in pronunciation from a dental to an alveolar affricate. When followed by 
at, c is pronounced as s, as in a?fcta?a "so they said," which is pronounced [a?ista?a], 

■ The phonemes m, n, I, and r are pronounced as long forms when preceded by an accented 
short vowel as in naqamak "he touches." 

■ r is typically pronounced as [r], but when it is preceded by s and an unaccented short vowel it 
has a retroflex pronunciation as in sareq "he grasps." 

■ When two of ny, |y and }y come into contact, the first loses its palatalization but is articulated 
at a slightly higher point than the corresponding unpalatalized phoneme, as in nu-min yn ya 
"their passing by." 

[9] [10] 


Morphology 


Word structure 

Quechan words consist of two immediate constituents: a theme and non-thematic elements. Themes are 
structures consisting of unanalyzable root morphemes that form the basis of Quechan words. Themes can 
consist of stems in isolation, reduplicated, or affixed. 

Words usually include one or more nonthematic affixes which can be either nominal or verbal. Themes can 
be split into noun themes, verbal themes and interjectional themes. Nouns are words composed of noun 
themes and nominal affixes, verbs are words composed of verbal themes and verbal affixes, and 
interjections are themes with no affixes added. 


Nouns 

Quechan nouns consist of a theme alone or a theme plus non thematic affixes. The primary function of a 
noun is to convey simple referential content. There are four types of nonthematic elements that can be 
affixed to nouns: pronominal prefixes, demonstrative suffixes, the locative suffix -z, and case suffixes. 


Pronominal prefixes 




Possessive pronominal prefixes indicate first, second, third and indefinite third person possessor. There are 
two distinct sets of possessive prefixes. 



1 

ii 

1st person 

?- 

?any- 

2nd person 

m- 

many- 

3rd person 

0- 

ny- 

Indef. 3rd person 

k w - 

k w any- 


The first set of prefixes is used primarily with body parts and kinship terms, while the second is used 
primarily with natural objects and artifacts but also certain body part terms. The distinction is not that 
between inalienable and alienable possession: for example, i-k w e "his horn" refers to both a deer's horn and a 
person's deer horn. 

Demonstrative suffixes 

The demonstrative suffixes in Quechan are -va "this (nearby)," -sa, "that (far off)," and -ny "that (location 
unspecified)." 


Locative suffix 

The locative suffix -i is roughly equivalent in meaning to English "at, in the vicinity of." It is primarily 
affixed to the noun theme plus a demonstrative suffix: i-me sama-vi ( i-me "foot," sama■ "root" + -va "this" + 
-z "at") "at his feet, underfoot" (literally "at the root of his foot"). 

Case suffixes 

Noun themes with case suffixes function as subjects of verbs, adverbs, or, with vocative -a, as a predicative 
expression: saly ?ayc ?ame-k "the sand is high," literally "sand it-is-high." 


Nominative 

-c 

Locative 

-k 

Allative 

-|y 

Ablative 

-m 

Vocative 

-a 


The following suffix combinations are found (with -n y representing the demonstrative suffixes): 





Case suffix 

With 

nothing 

With a demonstrative 
suffix 

With the locative 
suffix 

With a demonstrative and 
locative suffix 

Absolute 

-0 

-nv 

-1 

-nyi 

Nominative 

-c 

-nyc 



Locative 

-k 

-nyk 

-ik 

-nyik 

Allative 

-|y 

-nyah 

-ib 

-ny i|y 

Ablative 

-m 

-nyam 

-im 

-nyim 

Vocative 

-a 

-nya 




Verbs 

Quechan verbs convey most meaning in sentences, including indication of notional and grammatical 
relationships, in contrast to nouns which are comparatively simple in content. 

Verbs typically consist of a theme and two nonthematic elements, a pronominal prefix and a predicative 
suffix as in ?ayu-k "I see", which is composed of first person pronominal prefix ? + "to see" ayu + present- 
past suffix • k. 

Verb stems that form the basis of verb themes can be modified in a variety of ways to modify their meaning. 

Reduplication 

Some verb stems can be reduplicated to add the meaning of repetitive or intermittent activity. An example of 
a reduplicated stem is toxatox "to be spotted", from the stem atox "to have a spot." Another example is 
aspukaspuk "to be kinky (hair)", from the stem aspuk "to be curled. 

Thematic prefixes 

A variety of thematic prefixes can be added to the verb stem to give the stem meaning. 

One such prefix is f- "to cause generally or by means of an instrument." The stem q w eraq u er "to be sharp- 
pointed" can be modified by t- to produce the stem taq w eraq w er "to sharpen to a point." 

Prefixes can be compounded, which most frequently occurs with the causative prefix u-- in addition to 
another prefix. The causative prefix u-- is affixed in conjunction with the prefix c- "to cause with the teeth" 
present in caqaw "to eat fruit," producing the compound u-caqaw "to feed fruit to." 

Infixation 

A theme consisting of only a stem or a prefix-stem structure can be further developed through infixation. 
Infixing u- before the consonant preceding the accented vowel of the stem in conjunction with the 
suffixation of a thematic suffix -v or -p produces a developed theme with the meaning "to be one who does." 

An example is the theme ku-nacv "to be one who orders" which is produced by infixing u- and affixing -v to 
the stem kanac "to order, summon." t 11 ] 


Syntax 




Word order 


Quechan has a subject-object-verb word order 

Switch reference 

Like other Yuman languages, Quechan features switch-reference by which two clauses can be linked with 
markers specifying whether their subjects are the same or differentJ 13 ^ 

Sample text 


The following is an excerpt from a traditional Quechan story called "The Man Who Bothered Ants." 


[14] 


Pa'iipaats suuvaat. Someone was over there. 

Pa'iipaats nyavayk suuvaa. Someone was living over there. 


Pa'iipaats 'atayk nyavayk viivak, 

athuus 

athotk 

avats 'ashentsk alyuuvaapataka. 
Tsam'athulyam eevtak uuvaat. 


A lot of people were living here, 
but 

it happened 

that this (person) was the only one (who did it). 
He bothered ants. 


'Anyaayk viithiim, When the sun came up, 

amanek, he got up, 

tsam'athuly nyavanya, and as for the ants' nest, 

tsam'athuly keek a'et. he was going to stir up the ants. 

'Anyetsats nyuu'itsk. We say that. 
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